Immigrants unite for 'shelter' story

Las Posadas a modern allegory
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Ignacio left Mexico for the United States in 1970. In the past 10 years, he has been kicked out of the country three times.

He originally moved to Chicago to be with his wife, who was in the country illegally, and their two children, who were born in the U.S.

The third time the U.S. Immigration and Citizen Services deported Ignacio, who speaks no English, his wife asked if he could stay. Officials then discovered her illegal status and nearly sent them both away.

She was allowed to stay, but not Ignacio, who was sent back to Mexico to properly file paperwork for a visa. Now, he’s a legal citizen.

Ignacio’s struggle to stay in the United States mimicked the Mexican holiday he celebrated at Albemarle County’s Church of the Incarnation on Saturday night.

Las Posadas is a Mexican holiday celebrating Mary and Joseph’s search for lodging the night Jesus was born.

The nine-night celebration involves singing, recitation of the rosary, a live nativity scene, breaking of pi"atas and snacks. In Mexico, the streets are closed for the length of the celebration.

Rhonda Miska, who planned the event, said it is a “cultural immersion.”

People packed the church’s worship center during Saturday’s celebration of the first night of Las Posadas. The church has a large Hispanic following, but Miska reached out to other Hispanics in the community and advertised through local schools to get more people to come.

The Church of the Incarnation has celebrated Las Posadas for the past five years, but this year the theme related Mary and Joseph’s journey to the struggle of illegal immigrants in the United States.

Not all stories of illegal immigrants involve jumping the border and run-ins with the Immigration Services, like Ignacio’s experience.

Gomez, 43, came to Charlottesville on a vacation visa in 2001 to visit her sister, she said during Saturday’ celebration.

She liked the city so much that she decided to stay, which turned out to be the easiest decision she’s made since.

It took months for her to get a job because of her illegal status, but she finally found work at an area McDonalds.

Six years later, she speaks broken English and works for a catering company, but constantly fears being deported.

The rest of her family still lives in Mexico, she said, adding that the living conditions there are awful.

Like many immigrants, Gomez said she’s just trying to live a better life and when she has enough money, she sends it back home so her family can visit.

